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The purpose of this blog post is to provide historical evidence allowing you to decide 
who, if anyone, actually 'invented' cable TV. 


in-ventiin'ventivb. 1: to think up. 2: to create or produce for 
the first time. in-ven-tor \-ventarn. 


— Merriam-Webster American origin ‘pocket dictionary’ (1974). 


in-vent /in-vent/ v, transitive. 1: to make, design, or produce 
something new for the first time: "Alexander Bell invented the 
telephone in 1876." 2: to think of an idea, story etc that is not 
true, usually in order to deceive people: "They invented a very 
convincing alibi.” 


— Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. Essex, UK (2001). 


Both anchor 'invent' to 'first' which each agrees means "before (anything or) anyone 
else." That seems clear enough for our purpose. 


The early history of "cable" (that is the key word now se remember it!) - "TV" is 


clouded in dissension; some say it was "invented" 1 948), some say 
Pennsylvania (also 1948 but prior to Oregon). Still others say "the UK". Let us attempt 
to settle this once and forever. There will be those who, after this blog, will disagree and 
that is life. But what follows is accurate — as accurate as historical reference makes 
possible (‘television by wire’ goes back to 1927 so no participant of that era remains to 
give us first-hand information). 


First we need to define the key word; "cable". You think, I thought, "cable" (as in "cable 
TV") meant "coaxial" cable. Think again. Our British cousins have used the word 
("cable" just to be sure we are on the same page here!) to mean "wired"; and as you will 
see, "wired" and "cable" are interchangeable in the British 'history' of "cable TV". So 
when you locate a reference to "cable TV" from a UK source, they are saying "a wire 
connecting a headend (point of origin receiving station) to a TV set". It turns out 'a wire’ 
did not mean "coaxial cable" in 1935-1947 in the UK for one very basic reason — coaxial 
cable was so newly tested (1936) as to not yet be available. So, (in Britain) they were 
using a twisted wire pair (the 'twisted' part may not always fit the actual installation) and 
in various ascending levels of technology (1938-1950+) the ‘twisted pair’ of wires was 
providing one of the following from a central headend to connected "T'V' 'receivers' (as 
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you will also shortly see, TV 'receiver' was in fact not accurate either; not in our post- 
1948 context): 


(1) in two pair of wires (or one in some installations), a demodulated 'video signal' (think 
BBC London here from the original Alexandra Palace transmission site) and a 
demodulated 'audio signal, or, 


(2) at an IF (intermediate frequency) of '9.72 megacycles' (this is before megahertz 
friends) for the locally regenerated video signal while the audio side was simply sent 
through a wire pair, as audio. (The BBC's original London transmitter operated until 
well past 1960 on 45.00 meg video and 41.50 sect Note: The video was demodulated 


Stop now and think about that. Why? Here's why. Distributing the original 41.5/45 
meg signals at the transmitting antenna radiated frequency (when first attempted in 1946- 
1948; Rediffusion Ltd and others) proved "difficult" (that means it did not work); at least 
not in 1947-1950 trials and it was not even seriously attempted prior to 1946+. British 
TV until December 1949 was functional only in London (Birmingham/Midlands was the 
second transmitter site) and in ‘fringe’ reception areas such as Brighton (on the south 
coast of England) TV reception was, well, given the receiver and receiving antenna 
technology of the era, ‘spotty’ if at all. 


And then there was the even more important 'economic element’; the post-war UK 
‘standard of living' into the 1950s was — in comparison with the USA — dismal. A man 
who earned US$50 weekly in Cincinnati was well paid when compared to his British 
cousin in Brighton who might — possibly — earn US$20 a week (the British post-war 
economy did not recover until well into the 1950s and even putting food on the table and 
paying rent was a struggle). So when the BBC's television returned (June 6, 1946) after 
a hiatus that began on September I, 1939 (see John Swift; 'Adventures in Vision'/1950), 
the pre-war TV set population (estimated between 19,000 and 23,000 receivers) was 
faced with a $20 US weekly wage against a US$200 fee for a new TV set. Working ten 
weeks to buy one of the 7- or 9-inch post-war sets simply did not compute. 


Alas, we are way ahead of the start here and we will return. 


"Television through wire"? That is what the British were experimenting with in 1937, 
perhaps slightly sooner (the exact date is not certain because it was an experiment to 
determine how practical it might be). But were they first to attempt it and — more 
important — "wire"? 


Which gets us to "television" itself. Actually it gets us back before television; 1906 to be 
exact. Electron tubes ('valves' in the British vernacular) were invented late that year by a 
man who lived the good life but ultimately died financially embarrassed and way short of 
his potential; that would be (Dr.) Lee De Forest and his invention would be called the 
"qaudion". 
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It was also 1906, Christmas eve, in a small radio transmitting shack located near 
Plymouth, Massachusetts; a man had a bold experiment in mind. Virtually all radio 
transmitters of that era involved a system we knew as 'spark gap’; recall that 1955 Ford or 
Chevrolet you had as a kid and how the distributor (the electrical impulses that caused the 
6 or 8 spark plugs to fire in timed sequence) functioned. Inside that black plastic 
housing was the 50's equivalent of a 'spark gap' transmitter; much lower power than the 
radio transmitters of 1906 but essentially the same technology (think ‘ignition 
interference’ to radio, TV reception from passing vehicles). 


But spark gaps were 'messy' to the radio environment occupying a bandwidth many times 
larger than actually required for code. There had to be a better way to create radio 
energy and one that proved promising was known as the ‘high frequency alternator' 
(‘synchronous rotary spark’). 


So here is this chap, Reginald Fessenden, sitting there on Christmas Eve, operating a CW 
(Morse of Continental) code transmitter and he does something nobody has ever done 
before; he 'modulates the code transmitter’ with a voice (his own) and wonder of 
wonders, 'music’ (from a wind-up gramophone cylinder recorded player — this is a 
generation before 'Victrola’ and 'laminated records’). That was possible only because 
Fessenden had pushed, pulled and cajoled General Electric to build him (from no prior 
experience) what would turn out to be the first modulation-capable device in the world. 
Previous attempts (all failed) to 'modulate' a true spark-gap transmitter were disasters; 
Fessenden's alternator design would be a major stepping stone to improved code 
networks and a way station towards the appearance of 'real’ modulation-capable 
transmitters — those using De Forest foundation vacuum tubes. 


Now imagine you are on a ship at sea and have for whatever reason elected to tune in the 
particular code transmissions from Fessenden's experimental station and there, in your 
very early vintage carbon-element earphone (typically a single ear device at the time) you 
are shocked to hear first a human voice (Fessenden) and then if you are still conscious 
and breathing (we are talking heart attack here folks), 'music'! This was the first, ever, 
historically-recorded transmission of anything other than code through a 'radio' 
transmitter. [1] 


[1] Susan J. Douglas. Inventing Americal Broadcasting 1899-1920. Baltimore: John 
Hopkins UP, 1978. 144. 


Fessenden, you might expect, would have instantly become a ‘household word'; the 
Lindbergh of radio. ‘Wrong; this was before Fox News and what he did, as advanced as 
it may have been for 1906, drifted off into the ether not to be recalled by anyone of 
importance for more than a decade. And by then (1919-1920) the rules of the 
technology had all changed. 


And this gets us to ‘wired television' how? We are heading there. 


Sere pe en - y e~ 7 
#G ') 
= t _ 
- < 


ee bolnoo! daeds onisimenatt glhe Heme anf evs zeraeind? @00) oalneey 
oibst fle yilewiV  .betied ni teortivogs blod @ bar min « yelieeuionteshe Alnor 
1 2201 fart! lees ;‘eey Areqe’ en worl ow moleve’s bovlovei as ted) To Arai 
a tart! coaluqgini ore natags art?) radudivrib od? word bos bole eg bed wow tole 
lesig Aould tal) oblent  banetionn? (oansypee Hontit ay sist oo) egulg AQF 

ult azwog teveo! dourn stinger ‘yee shen’ 6 to Invlevinpe 202 ont caw gel 
citiuer Anicd) vygolonivst ornez ort ylleddoees dud A001 Io eeeRrosanen 
(e6ioivioy Qrueesy mor netiqaos ¥T oiteint Byler 


nett biwhnad s qnivquooo insenatyns ofe1 ef) o) veeouT Siew 2q6e Mean 
Oiet a1 yew tobed & ot of bed sd ob 70! pent Clete ett ia 
Th. : waits fied sft an vio Bw 4 Dis now b yg ines) 1 big a4 Be 


Coaqge vteiol gwonmndnng 
tens vee 
mn sex a itt? 23 weg" heaps 7%, A Ra ft aie { T1001 He 


oder gnidisame woud od baa weiemened 2 Fi (latrantiaa ho sae 


bre (we etl) sqiov & itw ‘yertimesed 2hos off) vainshhow’ off (On 
av Bi oon) *bnilys snonqonmey qo-batw # atoll) ‘sieunr .2robrE 
G , aa SGN i 2ouey Domain Dre xandanad *ret) beoci ih ytd : : 
‘e o ; , " 
ui eld tewmriv boloins bag bellag .boedegq bail rabaeeg 
i sores s jo nottalubotn jet ach ot ot jue aut bitow fey (acer 
: 5 1] 1 rytz%) rect: “iB ‘« iby m oJ ity yh oe the) evuy iis Howe 
; : MIS WOU & od bivew aieed rolemole < cylin 


pa one conde oh 2bTBvrue noe vew «bis Bowe 


} LT Betew vmod — qo) nie 


NPAT TEV IGT 9 Lat wpa Je ol le AG MG OO SUPT 

ion ihn. 2 webrnsero4 Hol giclee gene shea trivia 

> tn m2 2'¥ : : vot suds iyeey ry ]3-nrwy ies “sued iy ‘TER9 

woin.uoy lt com? bne Urobroe tT) solov aud 2 ie shard Oo) Boson 

et eT ‘wun’ fealiot weed dante heel enilig) ote sy) poieen ed Ea 

Onl ouch) Hboo Meld Wort ws nw oO wOmedmenedt Dobwod i teal ead i 
li | waltereeay 


CCS unitegobeo i! InshopA meiiavel .eolguck) tenet) 
thi 8901 orisie 


how blotezuod' s amocsd vinsien! over blow Jveced ntgiett wey neil 
Nevbs #6 515 Off luc bole BWwO Rot — si ties nam wW phere ‘Ayenfl : 
) CHOTA ¥G bslizaw od o) lon welds acl? ofeal Hy eaftivh SOC b wih moned svg ens# ? 
ch lo adie off (OCP LO LG]Y marly " bev vebeasub c cedt«wundl soak 


| bogey ie lat yuo 


vend anibsot ous oW wud ‘miebystod bests of ap ateg Me 


are 


i] . a 
f Ey | 
y 
7 A! 
_ f 
t Re 7 e 


The history of television prior to 1935-1936 is beyond the scope of this blog (but see this 
article) save for the 'wired television’ subject. In 1927, a year when Secretary of 
Commerce Herbert Hoover (who would serve as US President from 1929-1933) backed 
the creation of the 'Federal Radio Commission' (think the predecessor to today's FCC), 
"television" (there is a reason for the """ marks) was in diapers. It did exist, mostly in the 
hands of wild-eyed inventor types (Charles Jenkins was one) but in the best case the 
number of (vertical) definition lines was 50 (NTSC before it abandoned analog was 525 
lines less the retrace stuff) and often less (such as 16 or 30). So in 1927 (the 7th of April 
to be historically precise) AT&T (yes — that AT&T) demonstrated to the amazement of 
everyone who could spell 'television' their ability to send (‘transmit’) via 'wire’ from New 
York City to Washington a 50-definition-line image of something nobody remembers 
precisely. There are dozens of versions of what the image was — and even some trade 
press photos — but it is unimportant to this analysis whether it was someone's face or a 
carrot. The 50 lines were conveyed at 16 frames per second and occupied a total 
bandwidth of 22 kilocycles. 


And this matters why? Well, in the British 'definition' of "cable" this public 
demonstration represents the ‘first’ of 'television' (all 50 lines of definition that it was) 
through "cable". Not what you might expect from the 'history' of "cable television"? Of 
course not, but it illustrates the point that ‘British origins’ for "cable television" (in the 
1930-40s) and what we generally define today were in fact two different technologies, 
related but significantly different. How? 


Sending 'video images' through a length of "cable" (that extended some distance — 
certainly beyond the immediate surrounds of the imaging device — which by the way was 
not a 'television camera' as we envision it today) 'connected' to one or more 
consecutively-joined independent lengths of additional "wire" that extended from ‘point 
A' (in the AT&T case New York city) to 'point B' (in this example Washington, DC) was 
not 'cabled television’. Not yet, not in 1927. Cable in our context, 'coaxial’, was first 
announced to the public in 1929 and it would be 1936 before it actually existed between 
two A and B points; NYC and Philadelphia (which in fact would be the first two ‘distant 
points’ 'coaxially' connected). (Note: coaxial cable was first patented in 1880 by English 
inventor Oliver Heaviside but did not actually exist for nearly 50 years.) But we are again 
ahead of the_story here. Yes, 'coax' was a Bell Labs 'creation' {invention is a bit too 
heavy a send as this is not a history of Bell Labs, we will leave it at that.) 


Now let's look at British "cable delivered television". And to keep the record, from this 
point onward whenever discussing British early efforts, we will mean 'wired television' 
until that point in time (1947) when they actually attempted "coaxial" cable (the attempt 
failed). But first a brief jump to 1948 when the American squabble over "who was on 
first?" originates. 


cable tele-vi-sion/also cable TV/n. asystem of broadcasting 
television programmes by cable cable/n 1: a plastic or rubber 
tube containing wires that carry telephone messages, electronic 
signals etc. 2: a thick strong metal rope used on ships, to 
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support bridges etc. 3: cable television: a cable channel 4: 
telegram 


—Dictionary of Contemporary English (2001); a British origin reference. 


cable\n 1: avery strong rope, wire orchain 2: cablegram 3: 
a bundle of insulated wires for carrying electric current 4: cable 
TV : community antenna television 


— Merriam-Webster Dictionary (1974); an American origin reference. 


The British approach becomes more fascinating when we consider our more pressing 
word: 
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But the 1974 American College dictionary: 


co-ax-i-al \adj 1: having coincident axes. 2: being an 
electrical cable that consists of a tube of conducting material 
surrounding a central conductor 


—American College Dictionary. Random House, 1974. 


This should get us started and we are still ever so briefly in 1948. Our Astoria, Oregon 
claimant (starting Thanksgiving Day, 1948 because that was the first day 'his' T'V station 
source — KRSC Seattle — broadcast programs) installed his system using war surplus 50- 
ohm coaxial cable. He charged money to connect customers but initially did not charge 
a monthly (‘maintenance’) fee. 


Our Mahanoy City, Pennsylvania first-ever claimant insisted he was connecting homes to 
his master antenna by (or before) June 1948. Alas, he did not originally use any type of 
"electrical cable consisting of a tube of conducting material surrounding a central 
conductor" — rather he used a flat wire known as 'twinlead'. He did not upgrade to 
"coaxial cable" until 1949-1950+ (the actual year remains one of those unknowns here 
and it may in fact have been post-1950). Both of these claimants meet the Merriam- 
Webster (1974 edition) singular definition of "cable TV"; community antenna television. 
But the one who did use "cable" (Astoria) collected only a connection fee initially while 
the one who collected a monthly fee (by 1949 possibly and perhaps 1950 or even 1951; 
Mahanoy City) did not use "cable" by either the British or American dictionary 
definition(s) and may not have charged either a connection or monthly fee for the first 
year or so of operation (we will explain why). 


Digitized by the Internet Archive 
in 2024 with funding trom 
Amateur Radio Digital Communications, Grant 151 


https://archive.org/details/whoinventedcableOOunse 


So was either first at "inventing" cable TV? Are we looking for the individual(s) who 
created the first cable TV 'technology’, or, is this a search for the one(s) creating the 'cable 
TV business plan’? And were there others, until now unrecognized? We will return 
here. 


The British 'wired' approach 


Before there was television "in the air" there was radio broadcasting. Starting from the 
original Westinghouse (Pittsburgh, Pa) election eve transmissions by a ham radio 
operator (Frank Conrad, amateur 8XK) in 1920, when only experimenters and (by then) 
newly licensed 'hams' possessed primitive receiving sets, the American radio 
broadcasting industries would mushroom into one of — if not 'the' — driver to the growth 
of a post-war (One) economy. By late 1927, our reference year when AT&T transmitted 
the first crude images over a wired distance, more than 730 radio stations had begun 
broadcasting following the Frank Conrad/KDKA 1920 example. America responded by 
purchasing more than 11 million home receiving sets from long forgotten brand names 
such as McMurdo Silver, Scott Transformer Co. and Midwest Radio Corp. 


The KDKA/American example exported almost with the speed of light. The UK took a 
different approach to the process; government would own (and operate) a// broadcasting 
stations, there would be no ‘commercial advertising' (although limited 'sponsored 
programmes' were trialed), and following a period of inaugural test operations (Marconi; 
1922) 'listeners-in' would be charged an annual fee payable to government — think of it as 
‘subscription radio' (by 1929 2.9 million licensed users). And at least in theory these 
annual fees (intermittently augmented by receiver point-of-sale government royalty fees 
as well) paid the cost of creating and radiating the programming. This was the original 
BBC — the British Broadcasting Company — at first under the supervision of the Post 
Office (GPO) authorities. In 1926, it became the British Broadcasting Corporation, still 
under Post Office control). 


There were flaws in the plan of course. They could require all ready-built 'receptors' 
(receiving sets) sold in commerce to, at the time of purchase, include a full set of details 
on the new set owner (thereby allowing records to be maintained and individuals 
invoiced annually for the ‘listener's tax'). Or, the price of the receptor might be 'plus 
annual fee' and collected by the set retailer, along with the recorded information to be 
forwarded to the Post Office folks. What this missed of course would be those who had 
the patience, skill (this was an era of Oatmeal box wound coils and 'cat whisker’ detectors 
— no tubes at all, in fact no power required!) to create their own sets. As more sensitive 
sets with tubes matured to detect and amplify, and speakers were introduced (allowing for 
the first time the radio sound to blanket a room and eliminating one or more individually 
worn carbon-based headsets), detailed ‘do-it-yourself instructions appeared in numerous 
publications. 


The incentive to 'do it yourself’ was double barreled: for a quarter or less than the cost of 
a commercially-supplied receiver in a wooden case you would have radio. They called it 
'bread boarding' because all of the parts required were suspended from, screwed down 
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onto a piece of non-conducting wood about the physical size of a household 'breadboard' 
(which in fact was often 'the' base). 


The second barrel? No registration? No annual license fee! 


The Post Office quickly worked that one out; mail delivery was by postal employee, door 
to door. He (they were seldom 'she' in the 1920s) was to do a daily scrutiny on his route, 
and as the delivery chap basically knew in person every individual home's occupants on 
the route, well - it didn't take long to determine who had a 'radio set' and who did not! 
The postal people turned into 'radio police’. By 1931 the BBC had 3.4 million 
'registered' homes paying for 'subscription radio’. 


Which leads us to ‘wired radio’ (a new term); a place we need to go on our travels to 
creating cable television. Early (1924) BBC for a number of reasons (technical and 
political) was experimenting with what we today label 'long wave' bands — below 500 
kilocycles, down where you (today) find aeronautical beacons and almost sub-sonic 
Pentagon-to-submarine transmissions. Most of the world was developing the 'medium 
wave' range (550 to 1500 kilocycles), following the American lead, and while the British 
(Marconi) began there (2MT, 750 kc; later 2LO on 813 ke when the BBC took over ), 
their emphasis was on the longer wavelengths. 


But much of Europe had a passion for longer wavelengths; almost 'as low’ as Marconi 
had originated. So reason-one for the UK: sets designed for 100-500 ke would not tune- 
in 550-1500 (without modification) so there was the political issue of creating 'receptors' 
which would ‘limit’ listeners to UK origin broadcasts. A great theory until France, 
Holland and Germany made a similar decision. (Decades later the French would adopt a 
television line standard — $19 scan lines — and a frequency assignment which made it 
unlikely French viewers would be tuning in TV from Holland or other adjacent countries; 
there was a high political element in all of these decisions.) 


Reason two? After reason one, you didn't need a reason two. 


Alas, if there were initially imperfections in the ‘receiver licensing scheme’, what follows 
might amuse you. The BBC was short on funds and slower on the take-up. They began 
with a London transmitter and then over the years (decades) added supplemental 
transmitters, just as they would with television through the much later '50s. By 
emphasizing the 'long wave' frequency segment, three things happened, none in their 
favor: 


¢ Static — really serious static from nature itself (thunderstorms a half planet away 
would 'whistle’ in on top of transmissions). 

e Receiver sensitivity? Well, yes. 200 kilocycles is equal to a wavelength of 1500 
meters/4921 feet. A 10-foot piece of wire as an antenna was essentially useless 
(‘grounding' the antenna connection to a metal water pipe actually worked better 
for many). 
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e Interference. England was rapidly changing from a back garden self-fed 
economy to major scale industrial manufacturing and by the millions the country 
folk were moving into 'tenement blocks/row housing' surrounding the major cities 
— that's where the jobs were. Unfortunately, many of those new, modern, pieces 
of industrial equipment were actually 'RF generators in disguise’ cranking out 
kilowatts of noise and garbage throughout the radio spectrum, but often 'peaked' 
(as in at the worst level) in the long wave' region. When the local area 
interference background level exceeded the BBC coverage level, well... 


So Charlie Brown wanted to have a radio for his family (socially, not having one was 
like being ostracized and left out, not to mention your total inability to enjoy a pint with 
your mates at the corner pub where last night's radio programming was the topic of the 
evening). Alas, inside his tenement, radio reception stunk. There was no back garden 
area for a suitable antenna, and between the three problems cited above and his nearby 
neighbors — well, radio did not work. 


There was more. Radio sets were by comparison not inexpensive: in 1928 a radio 
consisting of a crystal detector and two valves cost more than £2 sterling including the 
10% royalty that went to government. Sellers quickly worked out that people who did 
not have the required number of pounds/shillings/pence for an actual radio set were more 
likely to have the required number of pence to 'rent' a set. This is not to be confused 
with time payment purchasing — this was 'you rent it, forever’ — for for as long as you can 
make weekly (monthly?) in-person payments to the local radio shoppe. And that led to 
"Wired radio". The British at the time called it ‘piped radio’. 


If a radio set in a tenement/row block would not work because of the interference and 
other reasons previously stated, suppose somebody found a location reasonably close to 
the tenements where the interference was less obtrusive, and a proper antenna could be 
installed? If your head is starting to think 'community antenna felevision' you are on the 
right track — just twot+ decades in advance. 


Wired radio operators were folks/firms who did just this. They found a suitable 
reception location, and ran 'wires' from that location, nailing them to building fronts, 
trees, hanging them from lamp posts. To? To where the tenements and rows of terrace 
houses were located. But there is more. 


You might suspect they received (say for discussion) 200 kilocycles at their quiet 
location and then sent it by 'wire' at 200 kilocycles to where the potential customers lived, 
just as community TV antennas would be doing two decades hence. Wrong. That 'wire' 
would have been a 'super antenna’ and by the time it reached the tenements, all of the 
interference problems would have been magnified umpteen dB over. So they 
demodulated (turned 200 ke RF into audio) and then sent audio down the wire. Each 
tenement was in effect an ‘additional speaker’ to one radio receiver. Most additional 
speakers were equipped with 'on-off switches and rudimentary volume controls/level 
switches using passive attenuators. 
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For a price of course. Even then, running wire was not a cheap activity (although the 
records show some amazing ingenuity attempted — we will explain). 


The customers were "subscribers" to a 'master radio antenna/receiver' and, for fewer 
pence per month than they could rent a full receiver, they received reasonably better BBC 
reception than they could expect even with a receiver in their flat. 


Furthermore, there were other benefits: no batteries to replace and no electricity 
consumed by aradio set. As late as 1950, more than a third of British row 
houses/tenements were not connected to electricity. They were dependent on a gas 
pipeline to fuel things that lit up or heated food. Any radio Sea such a row house 
would have to be operated by batteries — expensive, replaceable batteries. 


Here is the amusing part promised: the largest of these 'radio-by-wire' systems served 
upwards of 16,000 paying subscribers! And that was by 1947; subscriber counts 
contiued to grow well into the 19506) 


The first recorded installations were in late 1927 (first , there had to be reasonably priced 
speakers, which did not exist in quantity prior to 1926). By October 1945 there were 
more than 200 co ies (not systems. Some of these companies had dozens of 
individual system.) 


If somewhere in your past reading you have encountered the name 'Rediffusion’ and 
thought to yourself 'this must have been a one-off business’, well think again. 

Rediffusion was one of many and ultimately (by 1950) they would, by contract, purchase, 
or political will have become the largest 'radio by wire' firm in the UK(an MSO’). 


They also exported their technology to places like Barbados, Hong Kong, Singapore and 
even Montreal, where they installed a badly conceived 'wired TV' system in the early 50s 
(hang on, we will get there in a future blog installment). At its peak, Rediffusion 
claimed systems or partnerships in 75 countries((T CI: eat your heart th 


What follows may remind you of the very first CATV systems in America in the early 
1950s. Per-subscriber wired-radio income was low (think in terms of 30 US cents a 
month in 1930 dollars) and to get to any individual tenement required wire and, perhaps 
(not always!) insulators. Once inside the residence/flat, connections were made by 
‘tapping’ into the 'trunk' line. This isa CATV term, not to be confused with the actual 
level of their technology — there were no faps. The tech would just wind a ‘drop line’ 
around a passing ‘trunk line' and hope that there would be sound in the speaker the wired 
radio company provided. 


It was very basic, very rudimentary. Some of the better engineered systems actually 

installed audio amplifiers (think trunk line stations in the 60s-70s) to raise the line levels. 
— “Others sent 110V ‘balanced lines' (which was half the voltage of the UK 220V AC 

mains) down the wire — that same nearly-bare wire nailed to trees and house fronts. That 
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may make you shudder, but there is no apparent reference source for deaths-associated- 
with-wired-radio-systems. 


Some less technically competent systems ran a single wire and drove a stake into the 
ground at the 'headend' to connect to ‘earth’ for the second side of the circuit (with more 
stakes at subscriber locations). Yes, that was an error, but they still did it and put up 
with the 'AC hum’ at subscriber locations until somebody tangled with a hot line and 
ended up on the front pages of a London tabloid. 


And there was competition. An operator who insisted he could not afford 'two wires' and 
subscribers endured erratic AC hum in their speakers often found a competitor 'over- 
wiring’ their 'plant’ with two (or even more) wire systems. 


And this would be a point to remind you that in British English 'cable’ is "cable/n 1. a 
plastic or rubber tube containing wires that carry telephone messages, electronic signals 
etc.." No, that does not ‘quite describe' running one wire but it probably covers two (or 
more) wires (inside) "a plastic or rubber tube containing wires...". In English - English, 
this was "cable radio" even if (as was true) the wires were often not covered at all 
(insulated), or the covering was a close cousin to cloth and hemp rather than 'plastic’ 
(‘plastic' being a bit of a new-oddity in the 30s). This would be a point to remind you that 
in British English, the word 'cable' really is "cable" — a plastic or rubber tube containing 
wires that carry telephone messages, electronic signals etc. That does not quite describe 
running one wire but it probably covers two (or more) wires (inside) "a plastic or rubber 


tube containing wires..."._ However, in English English, this was "cable radio" even if (as 


was true) the wires were often vot covered at all (insulated), or the covering was a close 


cousin to cloth and hemp rather than 'plastic' (‘plastic' being a bit of a new-oddity in the 
30s). 


English "Cable" TV 
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